Iowa Science Teachers Journal
Volume 13

Number 2

Article 5

1976

What Good Is an Old Spear Point?
Duane C. Anderson

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/istj
Part of the Science and Mathematics Education Commons

Let us know how access to this document benefits you
Copyright © Copyright 1976 by the Iowa Academy of Science
Recommended Citation
Anderson, Duane C. (1976) "What Good Is an Old Spear Point?," Iowa Science Teachers Journal: Vol. 13 :
No. 2 , Article 5.
Available at: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/istj/vol13/iss2/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Iowa Academy of Science at UNI ScholarWorks. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Iowa Science Teachers Journal by an authorized editor of UNI ScholarWorks. For
more information, please contact scholarworks@uni.edu.

WHAT GOOD IS AN OLD SPEAR POINT?
Duane C. Anderson
State Archaeologi,st
Iowa City, Iowa 52242
Not long ago I came in contact with a young learner named Kelly who was
fascinated by Indian artifacts. He had amassed a sizable collection and wanted
to find out more about his discoveries--things like how old the items were,
what they were used for, and by whom. These and other questions need to be
answered, not just for Kelly, but for people of all ages who live in Iowa, for
we all have a right to a knowledge of the past.
In Iowa, as elsewhere , our archeological resources are being threatened by
construction projects, urban expansion, changing land use patterns and
outright looting of sites for fun and profit. The problems are less critical in
Iowa than certain other states where development is taking place at an
accelerated rate, but it is safe to say that we are losing our heritage on a daily
basis. If our learners are not properly guided in their interests, hundreds of
young people like Kelly can be part of the overall problem . The purpose of
this article is to encourage teachers to help make Kelly and his peers part of
the solution. This can be done through education. If young people can be
made aware of the importance of caring for the items they find and the
proper way of reporting these materials, they will preserve rather than
destroy a small, but important part of Iowa' s heritage.
One crude spear point in Kelly's collection caught my eye as we sorted
through his artifacts. It was a Qovis Point of the type used by peoples who
occupied the area and hunted the mammoth at the close of the last Ice Age,
perhaps some 12,000 years ago. We know virtually nothing about the Clovis
occupation in Iowa. In the northwestern portion of the state, for exau1ple, we
know of only three such points, one from near Pierson, one from Fort Dodge ,
and Kelly's. Since Kelly had never had the opportunity to discuss his hobby
with anyone, he not only didn't know what he had, he wasn't sure where he
got it! Some day a point like his may be the clue that will lead us to a site
where we can investigate Iowa's most ancient culture through full scale
excavation. Now all we have are scattered finds from the surface of the
ground.
I know from talks with many young people like Kelly that the majority of
learners do care about the past. The more they find out about the extinct
cultures of Iowa and the urgent need to preserve artifacts, data and sites, the
more interested they become. But are teachers interested?My experience
indicates that the answer is overwhelmingly yes, but like Kelly , many do not
know just exactly what to do when finds are brought to their attention in the
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classroom , nor do they know how to interpret them (i.e., age, cultural period,
function and significance). They are uncertain as to how such items should be
reported, or to whom.
One might question the value of reporting finds in view of the fact that
artifacts seem to be so abundant. The main reason is to add to the data base
upon which all future research, preservation and interpretation must be
founded. There are ninety-nine counties in Iowa. In seventeen of these there
is not a single site known-not because there are no sites, but due to a lack of
basic research across the state. Many other counties are only slightly better
known. Site location is basic to the development of a state-wide archeological
resource management plan and to the formulation of meaningful problem
oriented research. Artifacts do not ordinarily occur at random across the
countryside, they are concentrated on prehistoric habitation areas such as
villages, camps and workshops. Therefore , artifacts like Kelly's are the key to
site locations that must be described and recorded if they are to be useful in
our quest for an understanding of the past.
Several agencies are anxious to receive information about archeological
discoveries. Inquiries can be directed to any of the following institutions:
Office of the State Archaeologist, Eastlawn Building, University of Iowa,
Iowa City 52242; State Historic Preservation Office, B-13 MacLean Hall,
Iowa City 52242; Department of Anthropology, Iowa State University,
Ames, 50010; Department of Anthropology, Luther College, Decorah 52101
and the Sanford Museum , 117 East Willow, Cherokee 51012. Any of these
agencies can provide information and assign site numbers in the state
numbering system.
Here is a suggested format for teachers to use in reporting finds made by
their students:

LEARNE R' S NAME_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

AD DRESS_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

PHONE

DESCRIPTION OF tTEH(S) FO UND_ _ _ _ _ _ __

WHERE DID ITEM(S) COME FROM _ _ _ _ _ _ __

- - - - - - - - - -- -

TEACHER'S NAME

NAME AND ADDRESS OF SCHOOL._ _ _ _ __ __

(use reve rse sid e of page for sketc h of item(s) found)
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Four Important Considerations
1. Often archeology is thought of as a treasure hunt. Nine out of ten
learners who find an archeological site would probably attempt to investigate
the deposit by digging into it. Since this destroys the context and mixes the
deposit it is to be discouraged without exception. Learners must be made
aware of the need for "above ground archeology," that is, the importance of
recovering and reporting finds and data from the surface.
On one occasion, I talked with the mother of a boy who had been
investigating an aboriginal cemetery uncovered in a gravel quarry. She was
very proud of his diggings and anxious to make his finds known. What she did
not realize was the fact that Native Americans strongly object to the
unearthing of their ancestors and that such activities are forbidden by state
laws. If knowledge of a cemetery area finds its way into the classroom, the
teacher should report it as they would other remains in order to insure proper
protection and preservation of the site.
2. Teachers are occasionally asked to interpret specimens in the classroom
with which they have little familiarity (i.e., a spear point, axe, bit of broken
pottery, stone knife, etc.). This can work to the teacher's advantage if the
teacher wishes to encourage student-student interaction by stimulating
discussion through questioning. Why would an Indian throw a perfectly good
tool away? If you were going to kill a buffalo, how would you go about it?
Without modern materials, how would you build a house?How do ancient
sites get buried in the ground?What things from our culture would scientists
be able to find a thousand years from now?What thing wouldn't be found?
What are some of the things prehistoric peoples might have used that would
not be preserved in the ground. This sort of an approach not only engages the
mind and encourages further thought, it gives learners the excitement of
doing their own finding. "Right" answers provided by teachers at the outset
can serve to terminate further thought. Therefore, items should be examined
and discussed when they are first brought into the classroom. When more
information is available the items should be discussed again.
3. Often people ask how they can become more involved in the subject of
Iowa archeology. The best way is to join an archeological society interested in
protecting and preserving the state's heritage. The Iowa Archeological Society
has been serving Iowans in this capacity since 1951. Through its regional
chapters and close cooperation with the Office of the State Archaeologist and
State Historic Preservation Office, the IAS has contributed a great deal to the
subject. Membership is open to anyone interested in Iowa's past. Information
about the society can be obtained by contacting the following person :
Secretary, Iowa Archeological Society, 326 Otsego Street, Storm Lake, Iowa
50588.
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4. It is well to remember that there are very few archeologists in Iowa and
much work to be done. In some cases, perhaps the best an archeologist can do
in response to an inquiry is provide information and encouragement in
exchange for data provided by a teacher or learner. It would not be realistic
to think that an archeologist would be able to respond to each inquiry in
person, although he would like to. Hopefully some day this kind of service
can be provided. In the meantime, if teachers can supply archeologists with
detailed information to evaluate, it should be possible to check out the most
promising finds.

* * *

Iowa's P.A.S .T.
(Programming Archeology for School Teachers)
The National Endowment for Humanities has recently granted the Office of
the Iowa State Archeologist funds for developing archeological learning
materials for the you th of Iowa at the fifth grade level. Dr. D. C. Anderson,
the State Archeologist has just released the following description of the
project.
Project Summary
PURPOSE: Prepare inexpensive curricular materials that will
expand and improve the teaching/learning of Iowa archaeology
on 5th grade level; develop a teaching model useful elsewhere.
PARTICIPANTS: State Archaeologist, ¼ time, project
archaeologist, ¼ time, project educator, full time, will carry out
the project by collaborating with other agencies/individuals: State
Department of Public Instruction staff will aid in curriculum
development and evaluation; AEA administrators school
superintendents in pilot AEA's will assist with coordination; 50
teachers (minimum) and their students will be involved in testing
of project materials. University of Iowa Audiovisual Center will
assist with preparation of duplication of learning materials.
DISSEMINATION: DPI will publish a brochure on project to be
sent to all Iowa schools. Tenative approval received to produce 20
minute videotape to introduce project statewide. Project staff will
address Iowa State Education Association, Iowa Academy of
Science and Iowa State Educational Bazaar. Project results will be
disseminated regionally and nationally at professional educational
and anthropological meetings.
PROPOSED TIME FRAME OF PROJECT: September 1, 1976 August 31, 1978.
FOR INFORMATION CONTACT:
Project Director, IOWA'S P.A.S.T.
Eastlawn , University of Iowa
Iowa City, Iowa 52242
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